Alcohol and other substance abuse and impairment among physicians in residency training.
Substance abuse and impairment are serious societal problems. Physicians have historically had high rates of substance abuse, which has been viewed as an occupational hazard. Most authorities agree that the rate of alcoholism among practicing physicians is similar to that among control populations and that the rates of other substance abuse are greater, although some studies have shown no difference. Data about substance abuse among residents in training are limited but suggest that the use of benzodiazopines is greater than that among age-matched peers, whereas the use of alcohol is similar between the two groups. Medical institutions, including those with teaching programs, have legal and ethical responsibilities concerning substance abuse among current and future physicians. Many training programs, however, do not provide educational programs on this subject, do not have faculty trained in substance abuse medicine, and do not have a formal system to address the problem of residents who are suspected or known to be substance abusers. This position paper examines the extent of substance abuse, including alcohol abuse, among physicians in residency training. It outlines approaches to the problem and delineates responsibilities of institutions and residency program directors. Recommendations are made to establish an informational program and a clearly defined, organized process to address the problems of substance abuse among residents. Careful and humane approaches can be used to identify and treat residents with substance abuse problems and thus allowing them to complete their training as competent and drug-free professionals.